Letters

I
n "Renewable Energy: Current and Potential Issues" (BioScience 52: 1111-1120) Pimentel and colleagues came to the conclusion that their "assesment of renewable energy technologies confirms that these techniques have the potential to provide the nation with alternatives to meet approximately half of future US energy needs." Unfortunately, this conclusion is not consistent with the data and projections in the pages preceding it.
Indeed, for 2050, the authors' projections for renewable energy technologies (table 3, p. 1113) total 46 quadrillion BTU (quads), which amounts not to "approximately half" but to less than a third of the projected consumption of 145 quads reported by the US Census Bureau in 2001 and quoted by the authors on page 1117. On the same page, a "sixfold increase" in renewable energy is described as sufficient to provide the said 46 quads, or 32% of the total 145 quads needed in 2050. However, a closer look reveals that most (21 quads, or 56%) of the itemized total growth (37.5 quads) rests on the assumption that solar energy-thermal and photovoltaic combined-would jump from its actual level of less than 0.07 quads to 21 quads, growing more than 300-fold.
As for the proven technology of hydroelectricity, table 3 projects, for 2050, an increase of the gross annual energy supply equal to 320 billion thermal kilowatt-hours (kWh), a figure in total contradiction with the 60 billion kWh used by the authors on page 1111. Furthermore, on page 1112, it is said that the 60 billion kWh per year that could be added to the hydroelectricity generated in the United States would increase the area actually devoted to reservoirs by an assumed 17 million hectares. Once again, without further justification, table 3 adds only 7 million hectares for a much higher (320 kWh vs. 60 kWh) electrical generation increase.
The authors also contradict themselves, on pages 1111 and 1112, on energy cost, average consumption, and percentage of energy obtained by renewable sources. They make matters worse, when discussing electricity production, by switching back and forth, without warning, from the regular metered electric kilowatt-hours we all buy from our electric supplier to the thermal kilowatthours that are one way to describe the heat contained in the coal and gas burned in thermal electric plants or the heat obtained by the fission of uranium in nuclear plants. Since hydro, wind, or solar electricity do not imply combustion or fission, the thermal kilowatt-hours so produced correspond-by conventionto the heat that would have been liberated by the combustion of enough fossil fuel to obtain the same (metered) electric kilowatt-hours. 
